THE AGE OF MACHINERY
food of the plainest and cheapest kind; they are clothed in
rags and indisposed on this account to go to any place of
worship or to send their children to the Sunday schools; they
have scarcely anything like furniture in their houses; their
beds and bedding are of the most wretched description, and
many of them sleep upon straw; notwithstanding their want
of food, clothing, furniture and bedding, they for the most
part have full employment; their labour is excessive, not
infrequently sixteen hours a day; this state of destitution
and excessive labour induces them to drink ardent spirits,
to revive their drooping spirits and allay their sorrows,
whereby their suffering is increased; their poverty and
wretchedness cause many to embezzle and sell the materials
entrusted to them to be worked up, thus destroying the
morals of the weavers.' The hand-loom weavers attributed
their situation to a variety of factors, including the corn
laws and the restoration of the gold standard. But the fall
in their wages can be explained partially by other causes.
The weavers were in competition with machinery. The
power-loom was adopted only gradually yet it set the
pace; and the ability of the power-loom master to undersell
the hand-loom master forced the latter to cut rates of pay-
ment. Machinery was thus the great 'screw,' and the ever-
present menace of its introduction sapped the weavers' will
to resist. Again their weakness in bargaining strength was a
fatal handicap in opposing reductions in their earnings.
They were not organized in strong trade unions, for they
were not concentrated under one roof like factory operatives
and lived in isolation, their poverty could not stand the
strain of a weekly contribution, and their instruments of
production were their own property so that in a strike they
mainly suffered. Moreover the ease with which hand-loom
weaving was learnt made it a magnet for the destitute from
all other classes. Farm labourers displaced by the agrarian
changes from their traditional occupation, and Irish immi-
grants driven to invade the English labour market, flocked
to the large industrial centres. Here they created a new race
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